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Senator Duckworth and the Quest to Build Back Better
The Build Back Better Framework is President Joe Biden’s plan to help rebuild the
middle class (The White House, 2021). Introduced by Biden before his inauguration and
proposed to Congress earlier this year, this bill is still being debated in the Senate. Its many
provisions and high price tag have made it challenging to pass and controversial among
constituents (Levitz, 2021). It is important for legislators to advance parts of the policy that
matter to them most while also most accurately representing their constituency. Considering this,
how should Senator Tammy Duckworth, who prioritizes advancing progressive policies while
also balancing the opinions of her constituents, approach the Build Back Better bill? By
evaluating the history and content of the bill, how it will help Illinoisans, and the level of support
for it among her constituents, it only makes sense for Senator Duckworth to support the Build
Back Better agenda. Since some of the Senator’s constituents are in opposition to the bill,
recommendations as to how the policy can more effectively appeal to the people of Illinois will
also be made.
To begin, the context of the Build Back Better Act will be established. The vision for this
policy comes from Joe Biden’s Build Back Better Plan. His plan seeks to meet “climate goals,
create millions of good-paying jobs, enable more Americans to join and remain in the labor
force, and grow our economy from the bottom up and the middle out” (The White House, 2021).
To see this plan through, it was divided into three parts: the American Rescue Plan, the American
Jobs Plan, and the American Families Plan.
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The first part of the plan passed in March when H.R.1319, the American Rescue Plan Act
of 2021, was signed into law (Congress, 2021). According to the United States (US) Department
of the Treasury, this act “will deliver immediate economic relief to families” (United States
Department of the Treasury, 2021). This assistance came in the form of Economic Impact
Payments, commonly known as stimulus checks, expansion of Child Tax Credits, over $30
billion for rental and homeowner assistance, $10 billion for small businesses, and unemployment
compensation (United States Department of the Treasury, 2021). Many consider this act to have
been a success: “over 3 million jobs have been created since the American Rescue Plan was
signed into law” (Castillo, 2021). Additionally, “an estimated $450 billion from the rescue plan
has been given directly to families for food, childcare and other necessities; $240 billion has
been distributed to support state, territorial, local and Tribal governments” (Castillo, 2021). The
Nation touts the political brilliance of the plan, claiming “by eliminating the need to go back and
secure more funding later, the American Rescue Plan took the question of recovery off the table,
so that the Democrats can focus now on passing large-scale economic reforms” (Konczal, 2021).
The second part of the initiative, the American Jobs Plan, became the Infrastructure
Investment and Jobs Act (The White House, 2021). Passed in November, this act has many
provisions that seek to improve the nation’s infrastructure. This includes eradicating lead water
lines, providing reliable internet access to all, reconstruction of roads and bridges, investment in
public transit, updating airports, and funding for passenger rail lines, to name a few features (The
White House, 2021). The infrastructure plan prioritizes accomplishing all of these goals in the
greenest manner possible “with a focus on climate change mitigation, resilience, equity, and
safety” (The White House, 2021). This is extremely important: in the era of climate change, it is
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critical to build resilient and sustainable structures. In doing so, this act will add approximately
1.5 million jobs a year, thus also helping the economy to rebuild (The White House, 2021).
Provisions left out of the American Jobs Plan and American Families Plan have been
embedded in the Build Back Better Act. Considering the advancement of the first two parts of
the plan, one may presume the Build Back Better Act is on steady track to be passed and
implemented successfully, yet this is not the case. Provisions of the Build Back Better Act have
been under scrutiny and debate in Congress over the past few months. Although the act has
passed in the House of Representatives, it has been stagnant in the Senate. What started as a huge
bill with many progressive policies has gradually dwindled down due to its hefty price tag. There
are three main facets currently remaining in the bill: social spending, addressing the climate
crisis, and tax changes (Prokop, 2021). Social spending has repeatedly been cut and will likely be
further reduced. Previously, social programs in the bill included child tax credits, an affordable
child care plan, expanded pre-K, and paid leave (Prokop, 2021). Joe Manchin, a West Virginia
Democrat, is a skeptic of the bill who opposes paid leave provisions and has since called for its
removal from the act. As for climate, the bill seeks to invest in clean energy and put a price on
carbon. Senator Manchin, hailing from a state dependent on the coal industry, is also opposed to
these provisions (Prokop, 2021). Lastly, the Build Back Better Act would increase taxes for
corporations and the extremely wealthy to help fund the implementation of the bill (Prokop,
2021).
Those in opposition to the bill primarily oppose it due to its high price. As stated in The
Hill, “there is no economic justification in adding trillions of dollars of spending and debt to an
economy that is already in recovery” (Moore, 2021). If passed, funding for the Build Back Better
Act and its predecessor bills would exceed “the combined costs of the Revolutionary War, the
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Civil War, World Wars I and II, the intercontinental railroad, the interstate highway system, and
the Apollo moon landing, adjusted for inflation” (Moore, 2021). To conservatives in opposition
to big government, the outrageous price tag of the Build Back Better Act is “ignominious”
(Moore, 2021).
People in support of the Build Back Better Act, however, champion its social welfare
spending and dedication to climate action. Providing affordable child care will directly help
families in need. Plus, the bill takes much needed environmental action considering the present
climate crisis. As more programs are cut, however, the bill is losing support among leftists. What
began as an extremely progressive Democrat dream bill has receded into a compromise measure
to appease moderates. For example, paid family leave has been removed. The US is one of the
few countries to not guarantee paid leave (Gregorian, 2021). Additionally, what started as a $3.5
trillion bill is now $1.75 trillion (Gregorian, 2021). While this number is still large, many social
welfare programs were lost.
The bill is stalled in the Senate because of centrist Senator Manchin (Kapur & Tsirkin,
2021). Since Democrats have exactly 50% of the Senate, they are dependent on his support in
order for the bill to pass, and he is the final skeptic. Since Democrats are so dependent on his
vote, he has a tremendous say in what programs remain in the bill. For example, he criticized
paid family leave which ultimately led to its removal from the act. Final negotiations are
happening right now to get the bill passed prior to Christmas. Senate Majority Leader Chuck
Schumer set this ambitious deadline for several reasons. First, the bill is more likely to pass now
as opposed to during the 2022 election year when lawmakers will be “more nervous about
passing an aggressive piece of legislation” (Kapur & Tsirkin, 2021). Second, “the $250 to $300
monthly per-child cash payments for parents, which Democrats passed in the American Rescue
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Plan, end this month, unless they are extended” (Kapur & Tsirkin, 2021), so the Build Back
Better Plan must be passed within a week and a half to successfully renew child cash payments
and meet this self-imposed deadline. Thus, the passage of this bill is extremely relevant and
pressing: debates that will solidify its future will likely happen in just a matter of days before the
month ends and legislators recess for the Holidays.
Senator Duckworth was previously one of the most vocal advocates to keep paid family
leave in the legislation (Duckworth, 2021). “Paid leave is a critical policy to improve the
economic security of families, support businesses, and increase economic growth,” (Duckworth,
2021) wrote the coalition of Senator Duckworth, Senator Dick Durbin, and Senator Kirsten
Gillibrand. The lack of paid leave is a very serious issue in the US today: “only 23% of working
people in the United States have access to paid leave through their employer, and just 8% of
lower-wage workers have access to even a single day of paid family leave” (Duckworth, 2021).
Without paid leave, parents may struggle to raise newborns and support their families. There are
many benefits of paid leave for families with new children: it fosters “healthy development,
improves maternal health, and enhances families’ economic security” (Romig & Bryant, 2021).
Additionally, paid family leave “lets workers care for themselves and loved ones when ill or
injured, and reduces financial insecurity and stress during those times” (Romig & Bryant, 2021).
Regardless of the necessity of this policy, Democrats must retrieve the support of Senator
Manchin in order to pass the bill, so they chose to compromise the paid leave provisions. Despite
its removal, Senator Duckworth is still in support of the Build Back Better Act.
Senator Duckworth also supports tax hikes for the wealthy: “we’re trying to do this to
make sure that billionaires – and that’s about 400 people in the whole country – pay their fair
share”, (Cook & Niedelman, 2021) said Duckworth in an interview with a Quad Cities
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newspaper. According to Tax Foundation, “the proposed 15 percent minimum tax on corporate
book income is the most economically damaging provision in the bill” (Watson, 2021) and it will
reduce GDP by approximately 0.1%. While this bill may come at an economic cost, Senator
Duckworth and the majority of Democrats support its passage.
Although Senator Duckworth is committed to passing her party’s bill, it is important to
evaluate how the act will help her constituents, the people of Illinois. Biden claims the bill will
“bring down costs that have held back families in Illinois for decades by cutting taxes and
making child care, home care, education, health care, and housing more affordable” (The White
House, 2021). As for child care, the act “will enable Illinois to provide access to child care for
740,000 young children (ages 0-5) per year from families earning under 2.5 times the state
median income (about $244,079 for a family of 4)” (The White House, 2021). Additionally,
universal and high-quality pre-school will be provided at no cost. By addressing climate change,
Illinoisans’ will reap the benefits of good paying jobs, growing industries, and environmental
justice. Lastly, the Build Back Better Act will have the biggest impact on everyday Illinoisans in
the economic sector. The policy makes education more accessible by increasing the “maximum
Pell Grant awards by $550 for students at public and private non-profit institutions, supporting
the 162,841 students in Illinois who rely on Pell” (The White House, 2021). This also includes
offering academic institutions “grants to develop and deliver innovative training programs” (The
White House, 2021). Since 13% of Illinois children face food insecurity, the bill will also further
improve nutrition options in schools and provide families with resources to purchase food (The
White House, 2021). 765,000 renters in Illinois face difficulties paying rent each month, so the
plan will help these burdened renters by enlarging rental insurance assistance programs across
the state (The White House, 2021). Furthermore, healthcare costs will be lowered and coverage
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will be expanded, prioritizing the needs of families with long-term care demands (The White
House, 2021). Lastly, many families in Illinois will receive tax cuts. With “up to $1,500 in tax
cuts for 620,700 low-wage workers in Illinois by extending the American Rescue Plan’s Earned
Income Tax Credit (EITC) expansion” (The White House, 2021), those who have been hit
hardest by the pandemic will receive much needed economic assistance. Thus, the Build Back
Better Act will have a direct impact on the well-being of Illinoisians, particularly low-income
families.
Illinoisans in support of the bill want Senator Duckworth to keep fighting for provisions
that will help the most economically disadvantaged (Mansouri & Valley, 2021). In a
demonstration led by the Poor People’s Campaign outside the Senator’s office in Belleville,
protesters requested she “hold the line” and get the act passed. “Life saving” provisions must
remain in the act in order for Illinoisans to be satisfied. The organizer of the protest, Reverend
Larita Rice-Barnes, emphasizes “roughly 40% of people in the country are living in or near
poverty. We’re on a dangerous trajectory as a nation” (Mansouri & Valley, 2021). To the
protesters’ dismay, some of these “life saving provisions,” such as paid family leave, have been
cut from the bill. In order to appeal to her more progressive constituents, the Senator must listen
to the Poor People’s Campaign’s advice and “hold the line” and keep social welfare policies in
the bill.
Although there are many Illinoisans in support of the Build Back Better Act, the
Senator’s Office has received many calls from constituents discouraging her from supporting the
bill. These constituents often refer to the act as “the spending bill” and oppose the high price of
the act. Considering the great degree of debt the country already faces, many Americans consider
this bill to be far too costly (Moore, 2021). Since Senator Duckworth is highly unlikely to go
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against her party and revoke her support for the bill, the Senator should instead appease these
constituents by promoting spending cuts as needed. Not only will this win her support among
frugal constituents, it will also help make the bill more appealing to moderate lawmakers.
Additionally, the Senator should raise awareness about what the act means for the majority of
Illinoisians: by establishing a common understanding that social welfare programs will promote
greater equality and only the very rich will experience a raise in taxes, perhaps there would be
fewer constituents in opposition to the bill.
In conclusion, the Build Back Better Act has many “life changing” welfare provisions to
assist Illinoisians and Americans in need. Centrist opposition to the bill’s tremendous spending
has resulted in major cuts to welfare provisions, specifically the removal of paid family leave.
Senator Duckworth will best represent her party and constituents in need by supporting the bill.
Although she desired the original, more progressive version of the bill, the current edition of the
Build Back Better Act is more popular among her moderate constituents. Thus, the Senator
should fight for the passage of the Build Back Better Act in its present state.
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